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Abstract 
This paper is based on the premise that a big gap exists between what lecturers expect and what students are doing when it comes
to completing research projects as part of ongoing assessment in MA classes. This is because the digital literacy competencies of 
these students are insufficient especially the ability to locate, evaluate, integrate and communicate information from online 
sources effectively and ethically. This study investigates how students utilise online information and if they can be taught to
employ appropriate strategies to exploit this information. This paper will outline the three phase intervention programme 
undertaken for this study. 
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1. Introduction 
The shift from print to digital technologies has altered the way students read and seek knowledge largely because 
the younger generation has grown up in a digital landscape (Jules and Dosai, 2006, Prensky, 2001). In university, 
the practice of reading for information has also seen a visible change in that students are now looking to the internet 
rather than the library to gather the knowledge needed to complete assignments and projects. Most of the time they 
are given a list of assignments and left on their own to navigate the World Wide Web without any direction and in 
addition, they have to decide on the value and credibility of the information they find. The reality is that most 
reading is done in cyberspace and these students have to first decide where to look for the information they require 
and then sift through the massive amounts of hits they will get before they even begin to start making sense of what 
they do eventually choose to read. 
What is abundantly clear is these students usually have the technical expertise when surfing the Net but are they 
able to use the information they retrieve effectively and ethically (Rouet, 2006). What underlies all these 
competencies is still the cognitive process of reading and the background knowledge in helping to understand what 
skills are necessary for online reading. This study proposes to document how students are thinking about the 
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information available online and how they can be helped to employ appropriate strategies to help them exploit this 
information to complete course assignments. Specifically the study will examine if students are exploiting their 
cognitive strategies and background knowledge to help them in their digital literacy practices. This paper will 
outline the three phase intervention programme undertaken for this study.  
2. The study 
2.1 Context of the study 
There is a big gap between what lecturers expect and what students are doing when it comes to completing 
research projects as part of ongoing assessment in MA classes. This deficiency exists because the digital literacy 
competencies of these students are insufficient especially the ability to locate, evaluate, integrate and communicate 
information from online sources effectively and ethically. This explains why students find the prospect of doing 
research engaging and exciting initially but are quickly overwhelmed when confronted with the sheer volume of 
information available online. The inability to cope with this information overload usually results in them simply 
completing course assignments without developing deep learning skills, i.e. they do not learn by doing. Hence, most 
of them do not gain the maximum benefit from the various courses they have to take and the assignments, which are 
meant to encourage independent scholarship, are seen as burdensome and unnecessary.  
2.2 The Intervention Programme 
A three phase intervention programme was carried out with a group of 10 learners enrolled in the Masters 
programme at the university. These students were majoring in English language studies and this meant they had to 
read articles and books in the English language as part of the requirement in their courses. Students from the 
Reading course taught at the Masters level were invited to participate in the study simply because two of the writers 
had access to the students enrolled in the course. In the intervention programme a series of workshops were 
conducted with these learners.    
2.2.1 Pre intervention
In this first stage of the intervention programme 2 focus group interviews with 5 learners in each group were 
conducted. This was a very informal session to help put students at ease and at the same time identify their existing 
strategies by getting them to talk about how they begin working on research projects. Students were also invited to 
demonstrate how they would locate information using online sources. Each focus group interview lasted between 
one and a half to two hours with the students engaging in lively discussions on how they looked for information 
online. The sessions were recorded and the researchers kept field notes as well.  
2.2.2 Intervention
The second stage involved the training of students in online literacy skills and involved 4 specific steps i.e. goal 
setting, focus search, filter and knowledge assembly. Training students in online literacy skills. This involved the 
following steps as shown below. 
Table 1. Training Schedule for online literacy skills 
 Objective                                      Literacy Skills  
Goal Setting (Identify task and outcomes)       Locate




Filter (Confirm credibility and quality of 
information) 
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Students were first given the task  below which required them to do literature search online. 
Prepare a critical annotated bibliography of work in an area of Reading of your choice foregrounding current 
issues in this area. You must review a minimum of 4 empirical studies, which you should select carefully to help 
you critique the area efficiently.  
The students met with two of the researchers over a period of time individually so each researcher met with 5 
students. At this meeting the task was given to the student and they were asked to first identify the task, what they 
were required to do and then tell how they would do it. This was followed by a focused search using the computer 
where the student surfed the Net to source the studies to work with to complete the assignment. The researcher sat 
with the student and provided guidance and instruction on where to look and how to ensure they were using the right 
search terms. Once the student had identified the studies and sites the credibility and quality of information therein 
was evaluated. This was done by pointing out the year of publication, the research design and methodology 
employed and the data analysis employed. Once the information was filtered to ensure its quality the next step was 
knowledge assembly. Since the task required them to prepare a critical annotated bibliography they were first taught 
to look for what a critical annotated bibliography involved. Then they were guided in organizing and synthesizing 
the information in the four articles to write their critique of the area. While this entire process was time consuming 
and sometimes took as many as 2 – 3 sessions per student, it was clear that the time and effort spent on the training 
was beneficial for the students. In fact there were other students who appeared at some of the sessions simply to 
watch and learn the skills.  
2.2.3 Post –intervention 
The last stage of the intervention was conducted after the completion of the training. Focus group interviews 
were carried out again with five students in each group to examine their experiences after the intervention 
workshops. During this session the students exchanged opinions and ideas about their training experience, the 
benefits of the session, their apprehension about being able to work independently without the guidance of the 
researcher and their general feelings about the experience.  
3. Data Analysis 
The pre and post intervention interviews were thematically analyzed to identify students’ experiences and 
strategies on digital literacy practices. The student search practices during the intervention session were subjected to 
content analysis for search terms and URLs. Finally the students’ final project papers will be examined to measure 
the success of the intervention.  
4. Findings 
This paper will only report on the intervention stage of the study and highlight the students’ search practices. 
Generally the students did demonstrate the ability to identify the task demands and what output was required. Some 
students decided to Google critical annotated bibliography and what it entailed so as to prepare for the task ahead. 
Most students had difficulty deciding on the area they wanted to critique and spent a lot of time using search terms 
like reading area, research in reading, critical reading. This indicated their lack of schema on possible areas they 
could focus on and suggests perhaps they need to be given a selection of topics and choose from these. The 
researcher had to suggest possible areas they could focus on to enable them to continue with the training. Once the 
area was selected the students were taught how to do a focus search. For instance, one student decided to work on 
the importance of vocabulary in reading comprehension so he had to decide which search terms to use and where to 
go to read up on the area. His search is shown below.  
Scholarly articles for importance of vocabulary in reading comprehension
Direct instruction reading - Carnine - Cited by 754 
… on lexical access and reading comprehension. - Beck - Cited by 591 
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… in word reading and reading comprehension. - Ouellette - Cited by 127 
Search Results 
1. A Focus on Vocabulary 
www.prel.org/products/re_/ES0419.htm - United StatesCached - Similar
We begin by looking closely at why developing this kind of vocabulary is important to reading comprehension. The Importance of 
Vocabulary to Reading ...
2. Understanding Vocabulary | Scholastic.com
www.scholastic.com/teachers/article/understanding-vocabularyCached
Since comprehension is the ultimate goal of reading, you cannot overestimate the importance of vocabulary development. Words are the 
currency of ...
3. Vocabulary Development and Reading Comprehension Skills
vocabulary-vocabulary.com/Encouraging-Your-Childs-Vocabulary-...Cached - Similar
You can encourage your child's vocabulary development a number of ways, but the most important and effective is through reading and 
comprehension.
4. The Role of Vocabulary in Reading Comprehension — RELC Journal
rel.sagepub.com/content/39/1/51.abstractSimilar
by L Jun Zhang - 2008 - Related articles
The crucial role of vocabulary knowledge in reading comprehension has been well recognized in first language (L1) situations and this has 
appeared to be true ...
5. National Reading Panel (NRP) - Frequently Asked Questions
www.nationalreadingpanel.org/faq/faq.htmCached - Similar
Jump to What did the Panel conclude about reading comprehension? : Vocabulary development has long been ... important for reading
comprehension.
6. Vocabulary - Big Ideas in Beginning Reading - University of Oregon
reading.uoregon.edu/big_ideas/voc/voc_what.phpCached - Similar
The importance of vocabulary knowledge to school success, in general, and reading comprehension, in particular, is widely documented. 
(Becker, 1977 ...
7. [PDF]  The Critical Role of Vocabulary Development for English Language ...
macmillanmh.com/LAUSD_econsultant/rla/assets/.../vocabdev_ell.pd...
File Format: PDF/Adobe Acrobat - Quick View
by D August - 2005 - Cited by 205 - Related articles
Past models of reading considered vocabulary knowledge an important source of variation in reading comprehension, particularly as it affects 
higher-level ...
8. Reading Online - Articles: Teaching Vocabulary to Adolescents to ...
www.readingonline.org/articles/curtis/Cached - Similar
by ME Curtis - Cited by 28 - Related articles
The importance of vocabulary to reading achievement -- and more specifically to reading comprehension -- has long been established (see, 
e.g., Davis, 1944; ...
9. [PDF] Effective Vocabulary Instruction
www.decd.sa.gov.au/.../files/links/effective_vocabulary_instr.pdf
File Format: PDF/Adobe Acrobat - Quick View
by J Sedita - Cited by 10 - Related articles
vocabulary, and comprehension (National Reading Panel, 2000). Vocabulary knowledge is important because it encompasses all the words 
we must know to ...

This student was guided to select which particular search he wanted to read first depending on how much he 
already knew about the importance of vocabulary in reading comprehension. Naturally the tendency was to 
encourage them to read the journal articles (4,7,8,9) since they had to select empirical articles to critique. 
Encouraging them to evaluate the source and year of publication was done to help them read current work from 
credible sources. By doing this the importance of reading new studies and gaining new insights into the chosen area 
was highlighted to enable them to keep abreast of developments in the field. At this stage they were already given 
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practice in locating, evaluating and integrating online information and this is the beginning of digital literacy. The 
final stage involved them reading all the 4 journal articles in depth and finding similarities and differences in 
objectives, methodology and findings to enable them to prepare their critical annotated bibliography.  
5. Conclusion 
This paper only outlines the intervention programme which was used to collect data and train students in 
engaging in digital literacy. The data from the 3 phases of the programme has not been fully explored to examine the 
cognitive strategies and background knowledge students are using to enhance their digital literacy practices while 
carrying out research online. Preliminary insights do indicate that the intervention programme has been successful 
and is helping students to harness the information online effectively and ethically.  
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